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RMPs for Western Oregon

Bureau of Land Management

P.O. Box 2965

Portland, Oregon 97208

Emailed to: BLM_OR_RMPs_WesternOregon@blm.gov



July 5, 2012



Regarding: 

BLM Western Oregon Resource Management Plan Revisions Scoping Comments





Dear BLM,



Please accept the following scoping comments from Cascadia Wildlands on the proposed Western Oregon RMP Revisions. Cascadia Wildlands represents nearly 5,000 members and supporters who support our work to protect and restore the wildlands and species in the Cascadia bioregion. Many of our members utilize the BLM lands in western Oregon for rafting, swimming, hiking, birding, hunting, biking and fishing.



These comments are supplemental to the “Coalition RMP Scoping” comments submitted on our behalf by Klamath-Siskiyou Wildlands Center July 5, 2012. These comments discuss the O&C Act, Economic Considerations, Moist Forests and Early Seral Habit, and RMP Revision Maps.





1. Consider the O&C Act



The BLM should use the most sensible interpretation of the O&C Act, including the definition of “Sustained Yield”. The BLM should also address the county payment requirements of the O&C Act. 



The RMPs should reconsider the definition of “Sustained Yield”. Instead of being only applied to sustainable “board feet”, the BLM should extend the definition to sustaining functioning ecosystems within watersheds. The current RMPs have some good language that applies to this concept[footnoteRef:1]:  [1:  Roseburg District BLM RMP. 1995. Pages 15-16.] 


“The [O&C] Act does not require the Secretary to harvest all commercial timber as rapidly as possible or according to any particular schedule. The Secretary has discretion to determine how to manage the forest on a sustained yield basis …O&C lands must also be managed in accordance with other environmental laws such as the Endangered Species Act and the Clean Water Act. Some provisions of these laws take precedence over the O&C Lands Act … 



“A forward looking land management policy would require that federal lands be managed in a way to minimize the need to list species under the Endangered Species Act. …That Act does not limit the Secretary’s ability to take steps now that would avoid future listings and additional disruptions.”



[bookmark: _GoBack]To build on this current policy, the BLM’s new RMP revisions should consider an updated definition “Sustained Yield” to make it clear that other environmental concerns take precedence over the act. Instead of simply referring to board feet of timber, the definition of “sustained yield” should be extended to include sustaining all the benefits of BLM managed forests, such as recreation, clean water, clean air, carbon sequestration, fish and wildlife habitat.



The BLM should determine that the “principle of sustained yield”, for the purpose of protecting watersheds, includes protecting the entire ecosystem of watersheds. There is nothing in the O&C Act to prevent the principle of sustain yield from being applied to sustaining native fish, wildlife, and plants in their historic abundance, as much as possible within the realities of a checkerboard land ownership.



The BLM’s current RMP agrees:

“Protection of watersheds and regulating streamflow are explicit purposes of forest production under the O&C Lands Act. Riparian reserves, including those established on O&C lands under the RMP, are designed to restore and maintain aquatic ecosystem functions. …. Both riparian reserves and late-successional reserves will help regulate streamflows, thus moderating peak streamflows and attendant adverse impacts to watersheds.”



The new RMPs should expand this concept by applying it to all ecosystem services watersheds provide us, including the services of wildlife and vegetation, not just to the volume of board feet tree plantations can produce.





An alternative in the EIS should include a revised payment plan that replaces the 1937 O&C act payment scheme. While only congress can change the O&C act payment scheme, they could be more willing to do so if an alternative payment plan were already developed, had NEPA analysis, and was ready to be implemented.



The current O&C payment scheme is unsustainable. It was reasonable in 1937, but now it is simply a perverse incentive to log, even log more than is ecologically sustainable. The original intent of the O&C Act’s payment to counties was to reimburse counties because federal ownership did not provide county property taxes. To meet this intent now, the BLM should consider that fair compensation would be for payments that are the same as what property taxes would be. The BLM should simply pay the counties what the counties would have received if the federal lands were taxed according to county taxing regulations for private land. This would provide 100% of the taxes lost to the counties. It would also sever the dependence of funding important county services on a fluctuating timber market. 



Revising the current (1937) O&C payment scheme would also facilitate the adjustment of county tax revenue to meet the needs of the public. Currently, the tax revenue is skewed by the previous O&C payments that far exceeded what the county would have received had these lands been private. For instance, in 1989 large private forest landowners were relieved from paying a severance tax, their deferred property tax, a tax that had gone to fund public services like libraries and firefighters. At the time, the high O&C Act land payments were sufficient for county services, so forest land owners that owned over 5,000 acres, like Weyerhaeuser or Plum Creek Timber, were forgiven their deferred property taxes. When the BLM logging revenue decreased in the 1990’s due to severe over-cutting in the 1980’s, congress overrode the O&C Act and paid the counties through programs such as the Secure Rural Schools Act, but the severance tax was never reinstated. The federal payment programs continued the high payments of the 1980’s to the counties, and thus are difficult for congress to renew every year. This year they were not renewed.



It’s time to return to the intent of the O&C Act, and pay counties what they would receive if these lands were taxed under county taxing methods. Payments would increase or decrease base on the current county taxing regulations. If the BLM considers this payment scheme in the RMP planning revisions, it will facilitate congress being able to pass this fair policy.



2. Economic Considerations



Consider quality of life that the BLM lands supply western Oregon communities. This quality of life, enhanced by rich natural surroundings, increases job opportunities in rural communities. With the advent of telecommuting, it is possible for small businesses to operate almost anyplace in the world. Douglas County is one area where many small businesses that once depended on large city populations have been relocating. The rural communities of western Oregon have seen an increase in these small businesses, like accounting firms, web designing businesses, and information services, relocate to our areas because of the abundance and beauty of public lands close to rural communities. People want to live and work in a beautiful pace. High-speed internet has facilitated this change, and promises to bring in many more businesses in the future. 



Industrial logging of public lands detracts from the quality of life benefits and the reasons these businesses locate here. The RMP EIS should include these small businesses, and quality-of-life benefits, in any economic analysis of alternatives.



3. Moist Forests and Early Seral Habitat



The RMP Fact Sheet for the Plan Revisions says the RMP revisions will “apply the principles of ecosystem restoration, as suggested by Drs. Norm Johnson and Jerry Franklin, on BLM lands”. These principles include retention regeneration harvests in moist forests because, BLM assumes, wildlife needs more “high-quality early seral habitat”. 44% of western Oregon BLM-administered lands include these Moist Forests.[footnoteRef:2] Because they were more extensively clearcut in the past, there are fewer older forests and less spotted owls on the moist BLM forests. [2:  Resource Management Plans for Western Oregon Resource Fact Sheet.] 




The BLM has been implementing two Franklin/Johnson Pilot Projects in moist forests that regenerate harvest 70-108 year old forests to create early seral forests. The BLM states “The pilot experience will help inform the plan revisions and allow for the study of ecological forestry principles across a broader landscape.”[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  Resource Management Plans for Western Oregon Questions and Answers.] 




For the reasons listed below, we encourage the BLM to include an alternative that does not use these principles on moist forests in ways that harm species dependent on older forests, or in ways that encourages harmful short-rotation forestry. 



After participating in the Pilot Project NEPA process, we have found gaps and flaws in the assumption that these principles are based on. Any consideration of the principles in the RMP should correct these problems.



For instance, in the Pilot Projects, the BLM failed to describe any wildlife species, except for cavity nesting birds, that needs more early-seral habitat, that is not already provided for in the checkerboard watersheds of BLM districts. Cavity nesting birds is one species that we agree needs better habitat, but they can be provided for (as described below) in other ways than sacrificing mature forests. 



The moist-forest Pilot Project EAs claim: 

“…there exists a relatively large number of butterfly and moth species that require open meadow-like habitats. About 30 species of rare or uncommon butterflies and moths have been identified that require open areas in the forest”.[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  Roseburg BLM Pilot Project EA. page 74.] 


However, the EAs failed to specifically name any rare butterfly or moth species in project watersheds that depend on open, meadow-like habitats, in moist forests, that these projects will benefit. 



If the RMP revisions are to include the pilot project principles, the EIS should specifically disclose what moist-forest species need more early-seral. For any species identified, the BLM should document how many acres of our forests would need to be dedicated to those species, where this habitat should be placed across the landscape, how often the early-seral habitat would need to be created or re-created, and what other wildlife habitat would need to be sacrificed to provide for them. The scale of analysis should be watershed based and include ALL lands, not just federal lands. The BLM can accurately tell what occurs on non-federal lands by using Google Earth.



The RMP revisions should not rely on the Pilot Projects to demonstrate these principles because there was no monitoring program for the pilot projects to determine if any months or butterflies, or other early-seral species, benefited from the logging.



In contrast, spotted owls currently use pilot project units that are to be regenerated harvested. The owl and murrelet are truly rare species that will be hurt by loss of its habitat, as evidenced by the incidental take permits that were required for the pilot projects. 



Concerning cavity-nesting birds or other early-seral species in need:  While there is a shortage of snags for cavity nesting birds, the pilot projects do little additional for them that other BLM projects would not also do. Regeneration harvests provide for even fewer options for snag development over time. A far better solution for early-seral species in need is to protect habitat created by wildland fire events, and not salvage log. This will do far more to provide for cavity nesting birds than artificially trying to re-create this habitat. 



Concerning industrial forest lands: It has been the BLM’s assumption that: 

“For species dependent on early-seral forests, private lands are not expected to provide quality habitat as these lands are intensively managed for conifer growth employing practices such as heavy replanting or herbicide application, to the exclusion of competing vegetation that includes flowering plants, shrubs and hardwood trees.”[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Roseburg BLM Pilot Project EA. Page 76.] 




So far, the BLM has presented no data, no studies, no findings that private lands are not expected to provide any habitat for species dependent on early-seral forests. If the RMP revisions use this assumption, the BLM should provide some data to back this up. One reason why this assumption is suspect is because there are no threatened or endangered species, protected under the ESA that depends on this habitat. When we have asked for this date in the pilot projects, we were told that the BLM cannot provide it because the BLM does not have information on private lands. We disagree. BLM can use Google Earth and see very well what habitat the checkerboard private lands are providing.



We argue that private lands do provide for some of this habitat. Private industrial forest lands, by their sheer quantity of clearcuts in the checkerboard, always provide some brush habitat. Out of the hundreds of thousands of acres clearcut, there are always some acres with prolific brush growth after the herbicide spraying and before young forests close their canopy. There are thousands of acres of private industrial land clearcut annually adjacent to BLM lands. While each one might not provide a brush stage for long, collectively, thousands of acres of private land clearcuts will always provide a significant amount of brushy early-seral habitat. 



There is a far greater shortage of older forests needed for wildlife, late-seral forests that only public lands can provide. It makes no sense to convert almost-mature forests to an age-type that is not usable by species dependent on older forests. The RMP DEIS must consider that our next-best old growth, or our almost-mature forests, is needed to sustain healthy populations of late-seral species across all BLM lands. 



The RMP EIS should also consider that retention regeneration harvests do not emulate natural disturbance processes. There is nothing natural about building new roads, removing most of the volume, all within watersheds already ravished by private industrial land clearcuts.  When a disturbance event occurred under natural historical conditions, old-growth dependent species could survive in the adjacent watershed while the forest recovered. But now the adjacent watershed is also clearcut. There is nothing natural about excessive regeneration harvests in western Oregon. 



There are thousands of acres of plantations in the Late Successional Reserves that are still recovering from past clearcutting. The RMP should at least consider waiting to harvest mature forests anywhere until wildlife reserves have recovered from their past clearcutting. 



4. Maps



The BLM should provide the public with KMZ (or KML) files during this planning revision process. This will enable the public to view the BLM’s plans on home computers using a free program, Google Earth. While pdf maps and BLM on-line maps are also useful, the addition of KMZ files gives the public more flexibility in viewing their particular areas of interest. Using the old methods the WOPR was based on, makes it more difficult to see, for example, if specific areas of interest are LSRs or other land allocations. The KMZ files overlay the plans on actual, recent aerial photos of BLM land. These types of files should be fairly easy for the BLM to provide. 



The RMP should also direct the BLM districts to post KMZ files on BLM websites for all future timber sales and other projects on public lands. The BLM now provides these files occasionally, while the Forest Service provides them consistently. This technology should become a standard part of all public information disseminated by the BLM.



This concludes Cascadia Wildlands supplemental scoping comments on the Western Oregon Resource Management Plan Revisions. Please consider these comments when developing the EIS.



Sincerely



Francis Eatherington

Cascadia Wildlands

P.O. Box 10455

Eugene, Oregon 97440

541-643-1309    www.cascwild.org
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By the way, the BLM scoping notices give us a different email address for submitting comments than the March 9 Federal Register notice for scoping comments.





Francis Eatherington
Conservation Director
Cascadia Wildlands  -  we like it wild.
www.CascWild.org  
Southern Oregon Field Office
541-643-1309

We educate, agitate, and inspire a movement to protect and restore Cascadia's wild ecosystems.  We envision vast old-growth forests, rivers full of salmon, wolves howling in the backcountry, and vibrant communities sustained by the unique landscapes of the Cascadia Bioregion. Join us!






